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Me tackling Brian Batchelor




​ABOUT BEFORE

When I showed my story to my foster mother Fiona, she said “I don’t like it.  There are too many characters and too much from Lonely Girl needs explaining.”

I trust Fiona.  I am disappointed but accept what she says. I will introduce the people for each of the six parts.  . You can skip these parts if you wish.

Mrs Kumar: a shopkeeper of Indian descent, later a key witness.

Lesley: Me.  I am twelve.  Earlier this year I was called The Lonely Girl by my first ever school because I have no relatives and no friends.  I did not know I had been stolen when I was three, to be brought up by Markus Vasiljefs (my pseudo-dad) until I was old enough to be taken into the white slave industry. I am pushy, bossy, erratic – I have had no real socialisation until now.

Fiona Benson: I love her.  A police constable, she is in her early thirties (It depends on who wants to know); she rescued me from a house fire lit by my pseudo-dad.  She is big, strong, brave, and fragile.  She fought to have me as her foster daughter, and is still fighting to keep me now my real parents (bio-mum and bio-dad) Susan and Robert Lewis  have been found.

Mary and Fred Benson: Fiona’s parents.  Fred is a big man.  I call him Grandad. He was a Chief Constable or something and can be very strict.  Mary Benson treated me like a little child.  She is too old to know much about kids. I hated them when they stayed for Fiona’s wedding.

Alison Beech:  Miss Beech is my home room teacher at Wootton High School, and Fiona’s best friend.  I call Miss Beech  Auntie Alison when I am not at school. She began an Elective Activities programme called Civics with Fiona.  It was really an adventure programme where we learned all kinds of interesting stuff like how to put out a fire, defend ourselves, rescue people from ditches.  She is so anxious she dithers but when needed she is icy chill.

Robert Lewis: He is tall and handsome and my real dad – bio-dad. He and bio-mum Susan were on their way to New Zealand to live when I was stolen.  I stayed with them in the long holiday.  I quite liked New Zealand but found my brothers to be unholy terrors. I talk to him regularly and plan to visit him again in the long holiday.

My friends: At Civics I made some special friends. We stick together even though we are in different strands.  There are five of them: they were all involved in the house  fire and the girls and me nearly died. They are all British but have different backgrounds.  Rose is small and quick, clever but slow to recover from the house fire; Nancy Drew, of Ugandan descent, large and full of life with the biggest extended family I have ever seen; Hayden, a large boy with a crush on me, the school bully, full of himself and with a talent for claiming the spotlight; Alan Pritchard, small like Rose, wiry and strong, he lived on his own when his father went to prison and his caregiver took off with another man, he survived on his wits and thievery, he taught me how to pick locks and heaps of other stuff.  He has a foster home now and is very happy; Bill Taylor, dear Bill.  He is a bit slow -I won’t let people call him Retard – but he thinks things through deeper than most people.  He is in love with me but we insists on being Best Friends Forever. 

Mr Millard is Hayden’s father.  He runs a big business buying and selling cars.  I find him a bit shifty but he always seems nice enough.

I see what Fiona means about too much information and too little explanation.  Now we can start the story.
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1.  Lesley
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The Breaking Time, when life is in turmoil and everything goes against you; is a stormy time when the wind blows rubbish at you and tries to blow you down, a time when it is easier to surrender than to fight back.  

If you reach your Break Point, you must fight back and win the challenge or get lost within the tempests of your mind. I’ve been there.  I know.  And I’m only twelve.

Let me tell you about my foster mother’s breaking point, and how a deception about her father’s visiting a medical clinic in Switzerland almost blew me down too.

I wasn’t there when Fiona was attacked, in fact, it upset me that it took so long for me to find out, so I asked Mrs Kumar to tell the story.  She was there and saved Fiona’s life.  Mrs Kumar is an old lady, born in England after her family came from Uganda way back in the seventies.  She is at least fifty.  She is very brave and speaks excellent English.  She is quite strict and always wears the same clothes, a blue smock with a grey coloured cardigan over it for warmth.  Her grey hair is pulled back and held with a sort of net.  Here is Mrs Kumar.

​ATTACK
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2. Mrs Kumar
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I am Mrs Kumar, Mariam to close friends.  Mr Kumar and I run a small grocery store in the older part of Wootton.

The shop has a modern glass door that swings inward when opened.  To the right of the door is a large glass window set just over a metre from the ground, allowing enough height for shelving below the window on the inside and a bicycle rack on the outside.  The left-hand edge of the window is spattered with local notices, held in place with sticky tape. 

Vandalism and poverty rates are high in this part of Wootton. Since we took over the shop three years ago, the front window has been replaced three times. Also, burglars have twice damaged the doorframe. To protect the entrance, we fitted a lockable metal grille with an expanded-metal pattern - a surprisingly pretty design chosen by myself.  So far, it has stopped three further attempts to break in.

It is a gloomy day, and trade is slow. Mr Kumar has gone to The Wholesale to buy stock, pulling a small four-wheeled garden cart behind him. He is an older man, and even a modest order is too heavy for him to carry. I remain in the shop. With few customers to serve, I dust the shelves - a constant task in the old building.

I see a familiar customer enter and begin to shop. I know her; a police officer, Fiona; early thirties, a big lady, fit as a fiddle.  She usually sends her daughter, Lesley, but since discovering she is pregnant, she has been coming herself. I look up, move to the counter, and wait.

The shop lights are kept low to save money. Small grocery stores in Britain survive on long hours and narrow margins, and when people are outlined by the light from outside,  the dimness of the shop makes it hard to see who they are.

The bell chimes. A slim figure steps inside - a young man.

A shiver runs through me. My friend, Mrs Tennyson, whose shop is near the street where young Lesley’s house burned down, was robbed recently by a youth with a knife. The police visited all the small shops afterwards, advising owners not to resist: hand over the cash and cigarettes, stay alive, they tell us.

Mrs Tennyson lost over a hundred pounds. No small shopkeeper can afford that.

The police advise keeping only the day’s takings in the till and banking more than once a week. We follow this good advice. More than three hundred pounds is hidden at home. If I don’t think about it, nobody will know.

Just the same, as I move to stand at the counter, I close the house door and watch the young man as he browses. He hesitates, as if waiting for the woman go to the counter first. Polite - unusual for someone his age.

I relax a little.  Polite kids don’t hurt you; it’s the rude roughnecks who have no respect.

He lifts a tin of baked beans in front of his face, as though reading the label. Now that he has stepped away from the doorway, I can see he is small and thin - a school leaver, perhaps, one of the many unemployed youths in Wootton. I feel sorry for him; I would give him the tin but Mr Kumar says, always we are in business to make money not friends.

The lady approaches the counter. The young man steps back politely, still holding the tin up. Some customers do that to show they are not stealing. Some thieves do it so the camera cannot see their faces. I can see this one is no thief. He is a small youth with fluff on his chin. I feel safer now. It is only my nerves.

“Five pounds ten,” I say. The  woman rummages for her card.

“How are you, luv? Over the morning sickness yet?”

The woman leans back slightly, hand on the small of her back.

“Yes, Mrs Kumar. It was rough for a while, but my little angel helped me through it.”

“How is she now? Still receiving treatment after that man nearly shot her?”

“Yes. Still in counselling. Lesley has had a bad time - the house fire, then the attack in New Zealand, and she was with Mr Bennet when he had his heart attack.”

The young man listens silently. The tin no longer hides his face; he lowers it, head tilted in that typical teenage way.

I lean closer, lowering my voice so he cannot hear.

“My friend, Mrs Tennyson - the one near where it happened - said Lesley was very brave. Mrs Tennyson was robbed too. Nasty business. A young man in a hoodie with a knife.”

“If that happens to you,” the large woman murmurs, “give him everything. Don’t give him a reason to hurt you. Just remember what he looks like.”

She turns to leave. She barely glances at the young man, but I can see she has clocked him; another hungry youth buying beans for lunch and dinner. Half for each meal. He looks thin enough.

He steps back to let her pass. His hood is raised. Hidden by the fabric, he slips a knife from a sideways pocket in his black top - a pocket that runs across the width of the garment, allowing him to draw with either hand.

The door closes behind her.

He lifts the tin of beans.

“Will that be all?” I ask.

The knife appears.

“No. Empty the till or I’ll cut your throat.”

NO! Not his young boy....

We have a cricket bat under the counter.  He is small enough for me to hit him.  I remember the blonde Officer’s advice.  Remember the face, give him what he wants.

“Of course, son. Not much in there - just the float. Most folk tap their cards these days. You should’ve been here on pension day.”

He thinks I should be frightened. Instead, I am steady; I feel so sorry for him I am almost motherly. 

My calmness unsettles him. I think he feels his own fear rising. This is not how it was meant to go.

He grabs the notes - about a hundred pounds - and ignores the coins.

“What’s through that door?” he demands.

“My home. No money there.”

He decides it is too risky.

“Key to the ciggies.”

“Certainly. I’m opening the drawer now.”

I  slowly slide it open, playing for time, praying for someone to come into the shop.  

I hand him the key.

He stuffs cigarette packets down the front of his hoodie, tucking the hem into his jeans so they will not fall out. More go into his pockets. We are losing a fortune.

It is taking him too long. He is becoming clumsy, perhaps with fear that someone could walk in. He does not trust me. He thinks I am delaying him with slow, calm conversation.

The bell chimes.

The young man’s head snaps up. The officer has returned.

For a moment she pauses in the doorway, alarm flickering across her face as she takes in the scene - the boy’s rigid posture, the way his left hand grips the knife, the slight tremor in the blade.

A flash of frustration crosses his eyes - at being caught, or at himself for losing control - but fear quickly overtakes it. She stands between him and the street, a dark silhouette against the light.

His knuckles whiten on the knife. His breath is shallow. He is close to panic.

She steps forward, blocking his escape without hesitation.

“Put the knife down,” she says, her voice low and professional, the voice of someone who has given this command before.

He moves first.

He rushes at her, intending only to shove her out of his way. Cigarette packets spill from his pockets. As he reaches to catch them, he stumbles and crashes into her.

The blade of the knife plunges into her abdomen.

A sharp, involuntary sound escapes her. For an instant she thinks he has struck her with his fist, but then she feels the knife pull free, low in her belly, where the baby is.

Her knees give way. He hesitates - eyes wide with horror - then bolts through the door and disappears into the street.

I speak urgently into my phone.

“Yes, Officer Benson has been stabbed... Kumar... Yes, ambulance and police... A knife... Yes, she is conscious. How else would she be screaming? Please hurry.”

I rush to the wounded woman.

Uncertain but determined, I slip off my grey cardigan and roll it into a pillow. I unbutton the woman’s skirt and pull the zipper down so I can reach the wound. 

I see it is a cut, not a slash, low down. 

Thanks be to God. 

I reach under the counter for a clean tea towel. I press it against the wound.  The blood is pouring out of the slit.  I rock on my knees as I apply pressure.  Wind escapes. 

My poor girl... my poor girl... what damage has he done to you?
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3. Lesley
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It is Saturday. No school. Hurrah!

I am Lesley Lewis. I am sitting on the beanbag in the living room, waiting for Fiona to come home from her early morning shift. She is a police constable and my foster mother.

I am twelve and I go to Wootton School. Not long ago, I was Lesley Smith, but it turned out my dad, John Smith, also known as Markus Vasiljefs, who I loved, was not my dad at all. He wasn’t even a foster dad, but he was the best dad ever. He was paid by a drug and sex trade gang to look after me until ... don’t go there. But he loves me and would not let them take me away when I turned twelve.  

My real dad and mum are Robert and Susan Lewis, who went to New Zealand ten years ago. I was nearly three when I lost them. We were at Heathrow Airport. I was silly and ran off, as children of that age do. I can’t remember what happened; I just couldn’t be found. Robert stayed to look for me while Susan went on to New Zealand because she had to start work there. After a month, Robert joined her.

I was a missing child; they continued to look for me, and so did the police. This went on for years. In the meantime, as a little girl, I trusted my new dad and grew to love him. He called himself John Smith. He was a crane driver. His real name is Markus Vasiljefs. He is paranoid.  Really.  Mentally ill. 

You see, a crime syndicate (gang, in simple terms) stole me while my parents weren’t watching me. They steal children and sell them when they are older. That really happens, and it happened to me. Not the selling part, but the stealing and looking after part. 

The gang was called Dragon’s Breath. They were from Latvia, where their name is Puka Elpa. As well as raising me like a little lamb to be farmed out when I became old enough, Puka Elpa used my dad to supply pornographic material and to take pictures of me as I grew up. 

Don’t think they were cruel or anything like that. I thought I was living a normal life. It upset me that we moved house every few months. I couldn’t go to school or make friends. I had a lady who came each day to teach me. I was very lonely.

The only dad I knew is Markus Vasiljefs.  I call him Dad to be different from my New Zealand parents; bio dad and bio mum, get it?  He is receiving treatment for his paranoia but he cannot be with me on his own until he is cured.

That’s because he set the house on fire when he thought the Russian Secret Service was after him for fighting against the Russian invasion of Crimea, where Dad came from. He didn’t want them to torture us, so he locked me and my friends in a room and burned the house down.  

I told you he is crazy.

He might be paranoid but the Russians really are after him.  The Russian Secret Service.  So are the Dragon’s Breath organization, because Dad stole their drugs to pay for his escape from Latvia and when Puka Elpa wanted to change me for a young girl. Dad said no. 

One lot chasing you is bad enough, but two?  That’s why we moved house a lot and I had no friends.  When I went to Wootton School the ladies in the Office called me The Lonely Girl.  I had no family, no friends, and until I turned twelve I was educated at home.

After the house burned down and Dad went to prison, I ended up living with Fiona Benson, a police officer and teacher. I love Fiona, and her closest friend, Alison Beech.  Miss Beech is my teacher in Year Eight. I call her Auntie Alison outside school.  

Fiona and I sometimes fight. No, we often fight. I am having counselling because of the Russians, the Dragons’ Breath people, and the fire. Fiona has a high-stress job and a problem with the man in her life, Brian Batchelor, so life isn’t easy and we fight. Sometimes. Well, often – but then, I am only twelve, nearly thirteen.

So, I’ve got problems. Like Dad, I am convinced two different groups are trying to kill me. Does that make me paranoid?

No. They are real. They nearly succeeded when I was in New Zealand. I was going to see my biological mother and father, Susan and Robert Lewis. The Russian Secret Service sent a man to kill me. I was a tall girl with red hair. Not too many of those around, eh? Should be easy.

Instead, on the bus from Auckland to Hastings, they killed a boy called Terry Te Tau by mistake. I was taller than him, and he had dyed his hair bright red. I looked like a boy in a cap, while he looked like a girl with red hair. Poor Terry.

They nearly succeeded a second time when Mister Bennet, a lovely old sailor who tried to help us escape the house fire, shot the man coming to kill me. Poor Mister Bennet. It was too much for him, and he died of a heart attack. He was a real hero, that man.

Officially, I am still in shock from the fire. Officially, I am now in shock because of the two attempts to kill me. And I wet the bed. I wasn’t going to tell you that.

Embarrassing. 

But true. No wonder I am being counselled!

I am not alone. Before Wootton I was the lonely girl, no friends, no family.  just dad and me.  Now I have a wonderful group of friends. When Year Eight classes began, six of us joined the Civics Elective. This was an idea created by Miss Benson from the Police and Miss Beech from Wootton High School to provide life skills for children from a tough area. Miss Benson is now my foster mum, Fiona, and my foster auntie Alison Beech is her best friend.

My friends were also caught in the fire. They attend counselling too. Apart from the Civics Elective, we are in different home rooms. The Civics classes lasted only two terms, so now that they have finished, we meet at our homes or in the shopping mall in the new part of Wootton. Naturally, we are in constant contact on our phones.

I am meeting my friends later today. For now, I am curled up on a beanbag using my iPad. I am waiting for Fiona to come home before I leave. Fiona had a night shift ending at eight. It is now ten and she has not turned up. I am worried, but Inspector Vercoe has probably asked her to stay on. She is acting as a sergeant at the moment while someone is on leave.

I have a dilemma, an insoluble problem. Because of two attacks on my life, the police want me to assume a new identity. They have a new birth certificate for me with my real birthdate – John Smith used a dead girl’s birth certificate for me – and want me to go to a new foster home where nobody knows me.   

Police Family Liaison have found a nice family moving from Wootton to Kent.  They want me to go there to live. They showed me photos but no names.  There are two children, , a girl a year younger than me and an even younger boy. 

I don’t want that.  I want to keep Fiona and Auntie Alison, and my friends Hayden, who nobody trusts, Rose Knowles, Nancy Drew, Alan Pritchard and Bill Taylor.  Especially Bill Taylor.  We are best friends and do everything together.  Except he doesn’t like Taylor Swift. 

I told you it’s a dilemma.
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4. Alison
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I must make a point of talking to Lesley about her imagination. She has this idea that the Russians are after her, and that a drug gang from Latvia wants to torture her to force John to repay the money he stole, and they want her for the sex trade.  I don’t think she knows what that is.

I am Lesley’s homeroom teacher. I am very fond of her, so I am a bit strict with her in class. After the fire, I took Lesley to see John in prison because she had no other adult in her life. Over the months of visiting, I fell in love with him, and he fell in love with me. John must change his name and will be sent to another country. I want to go with him, so we are going to marry as soon as everything is organised.

Although John is not Lesley’s father, he was a good dad to her. He would love for her to come into hiding with us. I hesitate to force the issue because Fiona Benson is my best friend and Lesley’s foster mother. Losing Lesley would break her heart.

I’m increasingly worried about Lesley’s mental health. She didn’t attend a proper school until she was twelve, and I am the first real teacher she has ever had. Before that, she spent years in near-isolation, taught by an elderly woman who gave her a solid academic foundation but no chance to socialise. It’s no surprise that Lesley retreats into her imagination; it’s the only world she learned to trust.

Right now, that imagination has turned dark. She believes a drug cartel called Puka Elpa, Dragon’s Breath, - surely the most childish name for something so sinister - is planning to torture her to force John to repay the money he stole before fleeing to Britain. 

She also thinks Russian soldiers are hunting her down to punish John.  He says she’s in no real danger; she isn’t family, and they want him, not her. Even so, he’s asked the police to include her in the witness protection programme, just to be safe.

Then there’s the rabbit. A worn cloth toy from her babyhood that she talks to - and believes talks back. She’s convinced it’s a link to her lost mother, who has only recently been found alive in New Zealand. Wootton High has now received a letter from this mother, demanding that Social Welfare begin proceedings to return Lesley to her birth parents.

I really must speak to Fiona - and then to Lesley herself. Then there is Fiona’s marriage to sort out.  She is married to Brian Batchelor.  I was at the wedding four months ago.  After the wedding, he moved in with Fiona and Lesley but he never liked Lesley. Fiona kept her maiden name, Thank Goodness, because he left her soon after she found she was pregnant.

Even worse, today I asked if anyone know of a maths teacher, Brian Batchelor, at Blackfriars.  Mary-Jane Richards got quite steamed up about him.  She wouldn’t say why but it was something pretty serious about her cousin.  She maintains that Brian Batchelor is the same man as Brian Bishop and he lives at two different addresses, one of which is Fiona’s.  

I don’t yet know how to deal with this.  Maybe later today, when she finishes her shift, I’ll talk to Fiona about him. 
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Lesley is my long-lost daughter. She was taken while we were travelling to New Zealand, where my wife, Susan, had accepted a teaching post on the east coast of the North Island. At that time - nearly eleven years ago - Lesley was our only child.

When you’re exhausted, anxious about the future, and your marriage is fraying, you bicker over nothing. That’s what we were doing. Sitting in the main lounge on hard plastic seats, waiting to be called to the Departure Lounge, snapping at each other while Lesley played with Rupert Rabbit, her favourite soft toy. People around us moved away. Seats were scarce, but even so, they preferred to stand rather than sit near us. Our bickering escalated into name-calling. I decided to take Lesley for a short walk, mostly to calm myself.

But she wasn’t there.

She was three - adventurous, sociable, always chatting to strangers. She could use the toilet on her own most of the time, though for the flight she was in nappies. I wondered if she’d asked a young mum for help.

“Susan, I can’t see Lesley. Could you check the ladies’ loos?” I said. “I’ll stay with the bags and look in the men’s when you get back.”

Susan went white.

“No!” she gasped. “You stupid man! Why didn’t you keep an eye on her?”

At that moment, our flight was called.

“Shit,” she muttered, half walking, half running toward the toilets.

A man nearby - Kiwi or Aussie, I couldn’t tell - asked, “What’s up, mate?”

“Our daughter’s wandered off,” I said.

He was short, dark-haired, late twenties.

“How old?”

“Three.”

“So she can’t read Men or Ladies. Your wife’s checking the Ladies’. I’ll do the Men’s. Hair?”

“Bright red.”

“Cheers.”

He sprinted off. Susan returned with an airport official. A public address announcement followed: “We have a missing child. Please report to the Information Counter or any airport officer if you have seen a three-year-old girl with red hair.”

My Kiwi helper came back as Susan arrived.

“Sorry, mate. No joy. No sightings.”

“I’m Robert Lewis,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Jack Jacobs. Bugger of a thing to happen, eh?”

Susan introduced the official. “This is Sally Brooks, Airport Control. Who is this?”

“Jack Jacobs,” he said. “I checked the Men’s while Robbie stayed with your cases.”

“We have staff checking every toilet,” Sally said. “Your plane has been called. You’ll need to decide whether to board.”

Susan didn’t hesitate.

“Robert, you stay. You can catch up later. I have to get to New Zealand or I won’t be paid expenses - that’s thousands of pounds. And I’ll lose the job if I’m not there by the fourteenth. All because of a disobedient child. I’ve told you before you’re too soft on her.”

While she complained to Jack, Sally pulled me aside.

“Is it possible your daughter ran away?”

I hadn’t considered it. Suddenly I saw us as we must have looked: two parents constantly sniping, Susan blaming Lesley for everything, me trying to soften the blows. Maybe I was too easy on her. Susan was the teacher; I was just an accountant.

“I hate to say it,” I told Sally, “but things haven’t been great.”

“The police need to know that,” she said. “A determined child can attach herself to a family group and be miles away before anyone notices an extra headcount.”

The rest is equally grim. Jack sat with Susan on the flight. She travelled from Auckland to Hastings; Jack went with her to show her the way. I stayed in the UK for a month until the police said there was no point remaining. Susan’s family blamed me. Her sister slapped me - not hard, but hard enough. Susan discovered she was pregnant, and she wasn’t thrilled.

My brother and my parents supported me. Mum wiped my tears. The phone bill to New Zealand was monstrous until we learned how to use Skype. Social media is everywhere now, but back then Skype was all we had.

Over the next few years, I flew back to the UK three times when the police thought they had leads. Nothing came of them. After ten years, the police told us we had to assume the worst - that Lesley had been murdered.

Then, last year, Lesley contacted us. She visited during the UK summer holidays - midwinter in New Zealand. I don’t think we treated her well. She left in a huff after we blamed her for our three boys’ misbehaviour.

She had been raised by a low-level criminal known as John Smith. It turned out he was actually Markus Vasiljefs, a Crimean university student who fought against Putin’s invasion of his country before training as a crane driver. Lesley says he was a brilliant dad. The police call him a hero.

When I finally moved to New Zealand, I built a successful accountancy practice. But Susan and I have recently separated. She now lives with Jack Jacobs. I have doubts about the boys’ paternity - they’re dark like Jack, short like Jack, and look nothing like me. I’m six foot two; Susan is two inches taller. Don’t ask.

I’ve put my business on the market. I may have to return to the UK.

I’m in a very dark place. I need to speak to Lesley face-to-face. WhatsApp won’t do. I’ll renew my passport and fly back to Britain as soon as I can.
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6. Lesley
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Quarter past ten. Longest fifteen minutes ever. The sun’s shifted just enough for me to notice a cobweb glowing in the light. I should stand up and swipe it away with the mop, but I can’t be bothered. I’ll do it later.

I’m tall - taller than most short men - and skinny as a rake. People ask if I’m anorexic. I’m not. I eat like a horse and never get any bigger.

“Don’t slouch,” Fiona always growls. “Just be the height you’re meant to be.”

Fiona’s a police officer. They don’t get paid much. I doubt she gets anything extra for looking after me. She treats me like her own kid, and I must cost her a fortune. She’s having a baby, but her fiancé hates me. He tried to get me moved. She kicked him out when he said it was him or me.

Stressful.

(That’s why we fight. Well - mostly because I can’t keep my mouth shut.)

I think Fiona lost a baby around the time I was born. A boy. He’d be my age now. Her husband left her. Or she left him. Auntie Alison tells me bits, but it’s a no-go area.

Time to go. I write a note telling Fiona I’m at the mall and will be home by twelve.

I PM everyone to say I’m on my way. I’m still learning smartphones, but I can send to multiple people now. I lock the door and head out.

It takes longer than I expect to get rid of the spider and her web. (Female - they eat the males.) I flick a tea towel and miss. Try the little broom. Too short. Finally get the long mop.

Job done.

I arrive late. Everyone’s already there. Bill Taylor waves. They’ve saved me a seat. Bill is chunky and solid - in build and in personality. Honest to a fault. As he stands to let me in, I see he’s a fraction taller than me today. That’ll make him smug.

Bill’s mum is from Pakistan - beautiful lady with coal-black eyes that swivel sideways while her face stays straight. Bill has his dad’s eyes: small and brown. Sometimes he looks like a red squirrel. I like red squirrels.

Nancy Drew sits on my other side. She’s from Ghana, I think - somewhere people have skin that’s almost purple-black. She wears bright colours: reds, yellows, blues, greens. With my red hair, I’d look like a traffic cone. She’s tall and round and muscled, with arms like a weightlifter. She moves like a cat.

Across the table is Alan - small and quick, like a mouse. His head tilts when he looks at me. He smiles. He taught me to pick locks so I could escape in a fire.

Next to him is Hayden Millard. He helped rescue me and the others when my house burned down. People call him a hero, though Bill and Alan did most of the dangerous stuff.

Hayden’s the school bully. Auntie Alison said he was like Billy Bunter. I don’t know who that is. I’ll Google it. He’s tall and plump with piggy eyes. I don’t trust him.

His dad gives him everything. He even has a smartwatch. None of our families could afford that.

Popcorn and Coca-Cola. Talk turns to music.

“I like Taylor Swift,” I say. “‘Shake It Off.’”

“Owoo,” Nancy says. “Ancient. Older than you.”

“I still like ‘I Will Always Love You,’” says Rose. “That’s really ancient.”

“Whitney Huston,” Hayden says. 

Nobody wants the fuss that comes when you correct Hayden.  Except Bill.

“You mean Houston,” says Bill. “Whitney Houston.  Mine’s ‘Brave’ by Sara Bareilles.”

“Katy Perry. ‘Roar,’” Hayden adds.

“I don’t know that one,” I say. “Anyone got it?”

Nobody does.

“You can’t name a song we can’t listen to,” I complain.

“Let’s meet at my place,” Nancy says. “Two favourites each. Download them. Winner gets bragging rights.”

Now comes my dilemma.

“Guys,” I say. They frown at the word. “I want your advice.”

Bill already knows. I asked him earlier.

“Just do it, Stupid,” he says.

Nancy snaps, “We don’t do stupid here. Say sorry.”

“Sorry. Sorry, Lesley.”

“What’s up, hun?”

“I’ve been offered a new foster home. Kent. New name. New ID. One younger girl, one younger boy.”

Silence.

Rose breaks it. “It’s your choice, Lesley. Only you can decide.”

“I need your comments,” I say.

“For what it’s worth,” Hayden mutters, “you’re a long time dead.”

“I don’t want to lose my friends. You lot. I don’t want to leave Fiona or Auntie Alison.”

Alan says, “I didn’t want to go into care, but I love it now.”

He’s chubbier these days. Rose too - healthier now, fully recovered from the fire.

“How real is the threat?” Bill asks.

“Well, you and I almost got killed. And Sam Bennet died,” I snap.

Too harsh. I know it.

“What about New Zealand?” Nancy asks. “I’d love to visit. Other side of the world.”

“But they found me there,” I say. “Poor Terry Te Tau dyed his hair red and got mistaken for me.”

They laugh - tension relief. Grownups wouldn’t get it.

“Terry Tea-towel!” Hayden shrieks.

“Terry Te Tau,” I mutter.

Rose brings us back. “Sounds like you’ve made your decision. You’re staying.”

Not a question.

“Yes.”

We stand and drift off. I want to look at jeans. Nancy comes - she’s big and comforting, exactly what I need after deciding to stay where I can be found.

I don’t like any of the jeans the assistant brings. If the legs are long (like me), the bum is huge (not like me). And she watches me like I’m going to steal something.

I check my phone. Still no message from Fiona.

A weird little twist goes through my stomach. Fiona always texts. Even when she’s busy. Even when she’s annoyed. Even when she’s pretending she’s not worried about me.

Maybe she’s on an Obs. Maybe she’s tied up with something. Maybe she’s - 

No. Stop it. She’s fine. She’s always fine.

Nancy stays to shop. I head home fast, head down. I don’t look at windows or the sky. I just want to get home and see if she’s there.

A small hand touches my arm.

“Hold up, Lesley.”

It’s Rose the Nose Knowles. She pulls me into a recessed doorway.

“I don’t want anyone else to hear. Uncle Ken was at my place. He says the Russians want to kill you.”

“So what’s new?”

“One of his agents was told, ‘You must kill the Lonely Girl. Use a special injection that can’t be traced.’”

“The Lonely Girl. That’s me.”

“Yes. And anyone who reports where you are gets a thousand pounds.”

My heart turns to ice. I’ve just decided to stay - and now this.

“Thanks, Rose. I’ll be careful.”

She hurries off.

I’ve read about Russian assassinations in the UK. Dad was paranoid, convinced they wanted to kill him and me.

Just because he’s paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after us.

That’s why the police want to give him a new identity overseas. Me too. But I’m not going. I’m staying with my friends.

I check my phone again.

Still nothing from Fiona.

A cold feeling slides down my spine. Something’s wrong. I don’t know what. I don’t know how. But I know.

With the sour milk of dread curdling in my stomach, I hurry home.
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